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The determinants of membership in private voluntary organizations have 
received intermittent attention in the sociological literature but have attracted 
little interest among economists. Sociologists have explored the 
socio-demographic correlates of membership, with some theoretical 
explanations cast in terms of role definitions and life cycle behavior (see, for 
example, Knoke and Thompson, 1977; Cutler, 1976; Wright and Hyman, 1958). 
Knoke and Thompson, in particular, subdivide the types of clubs into six 
categories (job-related, recreational, fraternal-service, civic, youth, and 
other} and look for differences in the determinants of memberships over the life 
cycle by type of club. 
From an economic perspective, an individual would be expected to join a 
private voluntary organization as long as the valu_e of the perceived benefits 
exceeded the opportunity costs. Measures of opportunity cost may include direct 
monetary outlay, e.g., membership dues, but the most significant cost is likely to 
be the opportunity cost of the member's time. The costs of participating in 
private clubs would tend to rise with own income; opportunity cost, therefore, 
should be higher for higher earning individuals. Economic analysis would 
therefore suggest that, other things being equal, persons earning higher incomes 
would be less likely to join. 
Benefits of membership in such groups are usually of a consumption nature. 
Consumption benefits will be higher when the clubs complement other uses of 
non-market time (e.g., child-raising}. An exception to consumption benefits 
would be work-related clubs, which may enhance work rather than non-market 
(leisure and home production) activities.1 Some clubs, particularly civic groups 
and service clubs, also offer benefits of an altruistic nature. Individuals who 
derive consumption benefits from enhancing the community or contributing to 
the well-being of others would, however, still be weighing the value of such 
consumption benefits against alternative uses · of time and money in deciding 
whether to join such organizations. 
Regardless of the specific nature of the perceived benefits of participating 
in a given private organization, those benefits should be greater if the activities 
of the organization: 
1. complement other leisure activities (for example, a sailing club); 
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2. are job-related (complementing and enhancing the return to market 
work, such as a professional organization or a union); or 
3. complement home production activities, such as child-raising, 
gardening, or cooking. 
Any type of club will have lower opportunity costs if it is time-saving 
rather than time-using. For example, some child-related clubs--scouts, 4-H 
--may offer the opportunity to substitute club participation for home 
production activities with one's own children, freeing time for other uses. 
However, we ·believe time-saving clubs to be the exception; in this paper, we 
generally assume that private membership organizations are on balance 
time-using rather than time-saving in order to develop hypotheses with less 
ambiguous predictions. 
Previous economic work related to private membership groups has focused 
on the optimal size of clubs and their roles as purveyors of mixed public-private 
goods (for example, Buchanan, 1965; _Shibata, 1979). In general, the economic 
literature does not distinguish among types of clubs, nor does it scrutinize the 
economic motivations for participating in such organizations. 
This paper attempts to extend both the sociological and the economic 
literature of clubs by examining the economic determinants of individual's club 
memberships not only in the aggregate but also by club type, adapting the 
approach developed by sociologists Knoke and Thompson. Disaggregating into 
types of clubs should make it possible to determine whether membership in 
different types of clubs is influenced by different factors, or more specifically, 
whether the costs and benefits of club membership vary systematically with the 
type of club. 
TYPES OF CLUBS 
Our classification of club types is broader than that of Knoke and Thompson, 
because their primary focus was examining the relationship of club types to 
stages in the life cycle. We attempt to relate the classification of club types to 
complementary and substitute uses of time and to the differential effects of own 
income and wealth. 
At first glance, all clubs might appear to be leisure activities, but at least 
two other types of clubs can be distinguished that are qualitatively different from 
Leisure clubs. The three broad categories used are Child club; Work club; and 
Leisure clubs.2 A fourth aggregative category, Any club, measures membership 
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in any kind of organization in any of these categories. While we use only three 
categories instead of Knoke and Thompson's six, we find this number adequate to 
capture the differences that we are seeking and that we expect to be related to 
income, work status, and other economic variables. 
Child clubs included school service groups and youth groups. Membership in 
Child clubs is expected to be influenced by such family variables as marital 
status, age, family composition, and work status of both spouses. Child clubs are 
a complement to the "consumption" of children in most instances. 
Work clubs consisted of such work-related organizations as farm groups, 
unions, and professional societies. Membership in these groups should be 
positively linked to job-related benefits of membership, and thus should be 
particularly sensitive to the respondent's own income. Leisure clubs included 
the greatest variety--Greek letter, fraternal organizations, nationality groups, 
literary associations, veterans' groups, sports groups, hobby groups, political 
groups, and service clubs. We would expect the demand for Leisure clubs to rise 
with family income, but to be negatively related to alternative demands on one's 
time, including hours of market work. 
Finally, membership in Any club is explored in order to determine whether 
disaggregation conveys any additional information about membership, or 
conversely, whether any useful information is lost by aggregation. 
DETERMINANTS OF CLUB MEMBERSHIP 
The following variables were used in the model either because they appeared 
to be relevant measures of either benefits or opportunity costs of club 
membership, or because they were possible (socio-demographic) control 
variables. In particular, we include the life cycle variables used by Knoke and 
Thompson--marital status, number of children, sex, and age. 
1. Female. (A binary variable equal to one for females, zero for males.) 
Differences in tastes, role socializtion, and other noneconomic factors 
may cause differences in club memberships between men and women, 
particularly if women still have the primary parenting role and, as 
some studies suggest, a larger share of responsibility for home 
production whether or not they are employed in market work. We 
would expect a differential imp·act by club type, with a positive 
relationship to Child club. 
2. Married. (A binary variable equal to one if married, zero if single, 
widowed, or divorced.) Married persons may provide more of their 
leisure activities within the marriage, reducing the amount of 
organization-based leisure activities. On the other hand, if there are 
economies of scale in forming multi-person households, the time freed 
by those economies of scale may lead-to an increase of memberships of 
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all types. Because of these considerations, no definite sign is predicted 
for this variable. 
3. Race. (A binary variable set" equal to one for nonwhites, zero for 
whites.) Race is a control variable to allow for the possibility that 
differences in tastes (culture) or discrimination may lead to 
systematic differences in club membership by race. No definite sign is 
predicted for this variable. 
4. Education. (Measured in years.) If education includes the development 
of consumption skills, it should be positively related to all types of 
club membership. Education may also enhance the pecuniary benefits 
of membership in Work clubs. 
5. Age. (In years.) If memberships are accumulated over a lifetime, or if 
the complementary consumption skills and social relationships 
associated with club memberships grow through time, then this 
variable should be a positive determininant of memberships. 
6. Income variables. (Two income variables are used, own income [wage 
income in dollars] and additional family income [also measured in 
dollars; this income may consist of a spouse's earnings, earnings of 
other family members, or nonwage income).) The first variable is 
expected to be positively related to Work clubs as a complementary 
activity, but own income may be either positively or negatively 
related to other types of clubs. As own income rises, the opportunity 
cost of nonmarket {both leisure and home production) activities also 
rises, which should reduce club memberships. The more remunerative 
it is to work, the more costly it becomes to engage in nonwork 
activities. On the other hand, higher own income implies higher 
wealth. If club memberships are normal goods (i.e., goods whose 
purchase rise as income rises), then increased wealth implies more 
memberships. Consequently, the net effect of own income on club 
memberships is indeterminate.3 Additional family income 
can be considered as a wealth variable, which is unrelated to the 
respondent's time.4 Assuming that club memberships are normal goods, 
additional family income and club memberships should be positively 
related. 
7. Hours worked. (Hours per week spent in paid employment.) This 
variable captures the competition between labor market time and 
nonwork time. Holding own income constant, the relationship should 
be negative for Child clubs and Leisure clubs, and indeterminate for 
Work clubs. 
8. Spouse hours. (Hours per week spent by the respondent's spouse on 
market work. This variable is· set equal to zero for unmarried 
respondents, and for respondents with spouses not employed outside 
the home.) A spouse with longer working hours can affect membership 
in clubs negatively if the respondent must devote additional time to 
household activities. This factor may raise the respondent's 
opportunity cost of participating in Leisure clubs and Work clubs, but 
may perhaps shift some child-raising responsibilities (including 
membership in Child clubs) to the respondent. Thus, we would expect 
the effect of spouse hours to be different for different types of clubs. 
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9. Size. (Size of the community in which the respondent resides.) This 
is a control variable with no definite predicted sign. It may be that 
there are fewer total club opportunities in smaller communities, but 
club memberships may also be more attractive in small communities 
that offer a limited array of other leisure opportunities. 
10. Number of children. This variable should be positively related to the 
complementary good, Child clubs, and negatively related to 
membership in Leisure clubs and Work . clubs, because the time 
available for such activities may decline as the number of children 
increases. 
11. Liberal-moderate and unsociable are dummy variables representing, 
respectively, political viewpoints and tast~ for sociability, and are 
included as control variables. No definite sign is predicted for 
liberal-moderate; presumably, individuals who describe themselves as 
unsociable should be less likely to join clubs, especially Leisure clubs. 
Most clubs that draw their membership primarily or exclusively from 
women (such as the League of Women Voters, the American Association of 
University Women, garden clubs, and women's clubs) bemoan the loss of the 
traditional housewife/volunteer/member as the female labor force participation 
rate has risen sharply in the last 24 years. Thus, the question of whether women 
who are in the labor force participate less, and/or whether they have shifted 
their participation to other types of groups, is a particularly interesting 
empirical issue. 
While we would like to resolve the issue of the effect of women's changing 
labor force participation, such a study would require a time series rather than a 
cross-sectional analysis. The NORC survey data used in this paper is available 
over the period 1972 to 1986, which provides a limited number of degrees of 
freedom in a multivariate model. Also, the changing format of the income 
questions over the years and the absence of data from the earlier period 
(1960-1972) of rapid increase in female labor force participation make it 
difficult to use these data to test whether club participation by women (or men) 
has changed over time in response to changing labor force participation. Finally, 
the NORC data is not longitudinal; the panel of respondents can be presumed to 
have 100 percent turnover each year, and· thus does not offer the same kind of 
meaningful time series on the same subje~ts that is found in such longitudinal 
series as the Panel Study of Income Dynamics.5 
Cross sectional data can only identify differences between women who are and 
are not employed outside the home. Such information, while useful, offers only 
limited insight into what may have occurred to women's club memberships over 
time in response to increased labor force participation. Nevertheless, we did 
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address the question of sex differences and labor force participation within the 
limitations imposed by a cross-sectional approach. In addition to examining the 
effects of the variables listed above on grouped male and female data, tests were 
performed to determine whether these variables exhibit systematic differences 
by sex in their effects on club memberships. 
PROCEDURE 
The data used to examine the determinants of organizational memberships 
comes from the 1986 General Social ~cience Survey.6 This survey identifies 
membership in 15 different types of organizations, together with other relevant 
socio-demographic data, for a sample of 1747 persons aged 18 and over. 
After eliminating all respondents who refused to answer, or answered "don't 
know" to any of the questions used in this study, the remaining sample size was 
1169, of whom 526 were men and 643 were women. All data were for 1986. 
To test the determinants of club membership, we employ logistic regressions 
with a binary dependent variable representing membership in each type of club 
(one if member, zero otherwise). Logistic regression was chosen in preference 
to ordinary least squares regression because it is appropriate for a dichotomous 
dependent variable. In the various subgroups (Child club, Work club, and 
Leisure club), the actual number of club memberships for each respondent in 
each category is unknown unless it is zero .. The NORC survey does report the 
total number of club memberships for each respondent, so it would be possible to 
employ ordinary least squares instead of logistic procedures for the aggregative 
category "Any club." However, we used logistic procedures for this regression 
also because logistic regressions across all categories of memberships facilitate 
direct comparisons of the results. 
The data and the results must be interpreted with caution for several 
reasons. Membership is not an adequate proxy for the total club activity for an 
individual. While membership is a prerequisite for spending time on club 
activities, the survey does not provide data on time spent in club activities, only 
membership. In particular, the number of types of memberships (only 
available for the aggregative category Any club) could be misleading, and 
therefore was not used in our regressions. Two memberships by one individual 
does not necessarily imply twice as much club activity as one membership by 
another individual. Thus, the binary yes-no variable and the logistical procedure 
seemed more appropriate for the nature of the available information. 
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A second caveat relates to the cost of club membership in the narrow (monetary) 
sense. The NORC survey data does not provide any measure of financial outlay in 
connection with club membership, such as dues, fees for participation in certain 
activities, and other outlays. Data on annual club-related expenses would be a 
more meaningful measure of the value placed on membership than a simple 
yes-no response. With these caveats in mind, we turn to the empirical results. 
EMPIRICAL RESULTS 
The empirical results are presented in Table 1. In addition to including a 
separate intercept term for women, preliminary tests also indicated that, testing 
the other coefficients as a group, there are statistically significant differences in 
the determinants of club activity between men and women for Work clubs. 
However, there are no significant differences for Leisure clubs, Child clubs, or 
Any clubs. As a result, we report separate regressions for male and female 
participation in Work clubs, but do not distinguish by sex (except for allowing a 
differential intercept effect for women) in Any clubs, Leisure clubs, and Child 
clubs. While each regression includes a variable for marital status, subsequent 
tests indicated there are no statistically significant differences in the other 
coefficients (tested as a group) based on marital status. 
A number of variables tested are insignificant in all regressions. We find 
no evidence that marital status (Married), race (Nonwhite), hours worked, 
community population (Size}, or the respondent's political philosophy 
(liberal-Moderate) has any influence on determining club memberships. 
Only one variable is consistently significant in every regression. In all 
cases club membership is positively related to years of schooling, (Education), 
suggesting a powerful influence of acquired consumption skills. 
The breakdown of memberships by types of clubs appears to improve the 
explanatory power of the model. Differences are found between the regressions 
testing Any clubs and the various subcategories of club membership. In addition 
to the variables mentioned above, we briefly summarize the significant results 
for the remaining variables. 
While Female is insignificant in the Any clubs regression, it is a positive 
and significant determinant of membership in Child clubs, and negative and 
significant in Leisure clubs. Women are more likely to join child-related clubs 







































0 . 03 
(0.60) 
-0 . 03 
(0.30) 
0.38 
( 1. 30) 
0.05 
(0.83) (0.02) (0.02) (1.40) (0.02) 























(11.47)*** (0.26) (0.06) (17. 34 )*** (3.96)** 
Hours Worked -0.00 0.00 0.004 0.00 0.01 
(0.53) (0.47) (1. 12) (0.11) (2.51) 










Spouse Hours 0.00 0.015 0.00 -0.01 -0.00 
(0.31) (8.74)*** ( 0. Ol) (1.47) (0.31) 
Size -0.00 0.00001 0.00 0.0002 0.00 
(0.31) (2.05) (0.15) ( 1. 78) (0.00) 
Number of Children 0.00 0.405 -0.06 0.10 -0.33 











Unsociable -0.60 -0.30 -1.03 -0.35 -0. 76 
(4.43)** (0.59) (9.53)*** (0.46) ( 1. 39) 
Overall x2 110.55*** 18·0. 58*** 133 .03*** 77. 34*** 137.44*** 
Samp_le Size 1169 1169 1169 526 643 
***Significant at .01. 
**Significant at .05. 
*Significant at .10. 
x2in parentheses. 
Age is positively and significantly related to membership in Any clubs and 
male participation in Work clubs. Older individuals are less likely to join Child 
clubs. In all other cases the age variable is insignificant. 
As expected, the respondent's own income is a significant determinant of 
membership in Work clubs for both sexes. It is also significant in Any clubs, 
but not in the other two subgroups. Since higher wage income increases wealth, 
which should by itself increase club membership, but also increases the cost of 
non-work-related activities, these offsetting income and substitution effects 
explain why the respondent's own income is insignificant in determining 
membership in Leisure clubs and Child clubs. 
Additional family income (other than the respondent's wage income) is a 
positive and significant variable in all regressions except for female 
participation in Work clubs. Again, this result is not surprising. Additional 
family income is a "wealth" variable, because it is independent of the 
respondent's own formal job effort and creates limited or no conflict with time 
spent in either Leisure club or Child club activities. The sex differential in the 
effect of additional income of membership in Work clubs may suggest a 
persistence of differential attitudes toward market work or perhaps, a 
persistence of traditional sex-role division of nonmarket time responsibilities. 
Spouse work hours and number of children are both positive and significant 
in determining membership in Child clubs. Women (but not men) are less likely 
to join Work clubs as the number of children rises. In all other regressions 
these variables are insignificant. 
Finally, self-reported unsociability, (Unsociable), always obtains a 
negative coefficient, but is significant only in Leisure club (where it might be 
expected to be strongest) and Any club. We are somewhat surprised that this 
taste variable does not show even greater strength . Perhaps the 
complementarity between Work clubs and income, and Child clubs and parenting 
responsibilities, are strong enough to overcome the negative effects of 
unsociability for those kinds of memberships. Alternatively, the inability to 
distinguish in our data between membership and actual participation or time 
commitment may account for the failure of. this variable to attain significance in 
two of the four groupings. 
SUMMARY ANO CONCLUSIONS 
This paper tested a simple theory of the determinants of club memberships 
that emphasized identifiable economic benefits and opportunity costs of 
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membership. Information about why people join organizations has muchpotential 
usefulness for all kinds of private voluntary organizations. Unlike Knoke and 
Thompson, who also used the NORC data to look at determinants of club 
membership on a disaggregated basis, we include income and wealth variables 
suggested by simple economic behavioral models. Like Knoke and Thompson, we 
hypothesize that club memberships are not all alike, but that the costs and 
benefits of membership differs by type of clubs. In line with this hypothesis, we 
divided club memberships into the three categories (1) Child club, (2) Leisure 
club, and (3) Work club. The empirical evidence supports the contention that 
useful information is lost in lumping all club memberships together. Variables 
that are important in determining membership in one type of activity may be 
insignificant, or even take on an opposite sign in another type of activity. 
In summary, we find membership in Child clubs to be positively related to 
education, additional family income, spouse's work hours, number of children. 
Women are more likely than men to belong to Child clubs, and membership is 
negatively related to age. Membership in Leisure clubs are positively related to 
education, and additional family income, negatively related to unsociability and to 
being female. Membership in Any club is positively related to education, age, own 
income, and additional family income, and negatively related to unsociability. 
Major sex differences are observed with respect to membership in Work 
clubs. Comparison of the intercepts indicates that, holding all other factors 
constant, women are less likely to join than men. The coefficient on education 
indicates a stronger positive effect for women than for men. Age and additional 
family income have positive effects on male membership in Work clubs, but are 
not significant for women. On the other hand, women with children are less 
likely to join Work clubs, but this variable has no effect on male membership. 
The contention that increasing female labor force participation is at the 
expense of participating in community membership organizations, specifically 
Leisure clubs and Child clubs, is not supported by our empirical results. This 
conclusion must be considered tentative both because the data describe 
membership rather than participation and· because the data is cross-sectional 
rather than time series. There is no way to. determine from this data whether the 
determinants of club membership have been stable over time. 
While the results offer some support to our expectation that the benefits 
and costs of club memberships would vary by type of club, much work remains 
to be done. Many of the limitations of our work reflect the kinds of data 
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available. Data on actual time spent in club activities would provide more 
meaningful information, particularly for those organi~ations that rely on 
substantial amounts of volunteer time to carry out the group's program. Data on 
direct monetary costs (dues or fees) of membership would also considerably 
enhance the meaningfulness of the economic analysis. An extended time series 
data set would permit testing of the stability of these determinants over time, and 
permit a more meaningful answer to the question of whether increased labor 
force participation by women has affected club memberships. Finally, other 
researchers might obtain additional insights from experimenting with different 
types of groupings from the categories used in this paper. 
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Footnotes 
1Gronau (1977) makes the fruitful dlstinction between the two uses of 
nonmarket time, leisure and home production. 
2Church membership and membership in church-related groups were 
excluded because we expected their determinants to be different and because they 
are difficult to classify as leisure or child-related. For a discussion of 
determinants of church attendance, see Ulbrich and Wallace (1983, 1984). 
3This is a standard economic result. Increasing the remuneration to work 
has an indeterminate effect on work effort. The wealth and substitution effects 
(opportunity cost) act in opposite directions. 
4This is not strictly true if nonwage income is from investments. We 
assume that the time costs associated with additional income is relatively small. 
5The Panel Study on Income Dynamics offers almost 20 years of data on the 
same families, including newly formed families through marriage. Details on this 
data are available from the Institute for Social Research at the University of 
Michigan. 
6Davis, James Allan and Smith, Tom W., General Social Sciences Surveys, 
1972-86. [machine readable data file]. Principal Investigator, James A. Davis; 
Senior Study Director, Tom W. Smith. NORC ed. Chicago: National Opinion 
Research Center, producer, 1986; Storrs, CT: The Roper Center for Public 
Opinion Re~earch, University of Connecticut, distributor. 1 data file (20,056 
logical records) and 1 codebook (619 pages). 
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